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Effective organizational communication allowing a 
two-way flow of communication between subordinates 
and upper management can foster greater levels of 
engagement and productivity.  This is often referred to 
as providing opportunities for direct employee "voice." 
Understanding the influence and impact of ICTs on 
employee voice and engagement are critical for the 
success of modern organizations.  ICTs can enhance 
the reach, speed, and interaction among employees, 
and between employees and management.  Observing 
the success of social technologies for personal use, 
employers have been eager to capitalize on social 
technologies to engage employees by implementing 
enterprise social network sites (ESNS).  Whether ESNS 
will be an effective tool in enhancing voice and 
engagement, and what potential drawbacks exist for 
employees and firms have yet to be fully studied.  This 
article presents a review of the literature on the 
intersection of employee voice, engagement, and ICTs, 
and suggests a research framework to guide study of 
ESNS for organizational employee voice. 
 
1. Introduction  
Employee engagement has been broadly defined as 
an employee’s physical, cognitive, and/or emotional 
connection to their organization [29]. Management 
scholars have studied employee engagement through a 
variety of lenses – organizational communication being 
one that has received particular attention due to its 
broad application. Internal [organizational] 
communication has traditionally referred to the 
organizational practices of distributing key corporate 
messages through newsletters, emails, intranet sites, 
direct messaging applications, meetings, conversations, 
or videos [63]. As organizations have grown and 
become more dynamic, attention has begun to shift 
toward a two-way flow of communication and 
relationship building between organizations and their 
employees [56], [31]. The idea of leveraging intra-
organizational communication networks to encourage 
employee prosocial (helpful) voice has been 
investigated by researchers attempting to draw 
correlations between direct voice practices [32], 
engagement, and organizational success. 
Hirschman [23] initially conceptualized employee 
voice as individually or collectively seeking a change 
in an objectionable state through the use of voice 
practices. Since then, research into the use of voice has 
been studied within the Human Resource Management, 
Employee Relations, and Organizational Behavior 
fields [48], and more recently, in the Public Relations 
literature [59].  Studies have shown a marked 
correlation between employee voice and greater levels 
of employee engagement [26], which can ultimately 
have an impact on overall organizational productivity 
[32] and a decrease in turnover [8]. Prioritizing direct 
voice will continue to be a critical effort in 
contemporary firms, especially in an era where 
immediate and widely accessible information and 
communication technologies (ICTs) proffer myriad 
opportunities for employees to express themselves.   
As employee engagement, voice, and ICTs collide 
in modern workspaces on a daily basis, understanding 
their interaction is a crucial step in proactively and 
productively managing organizational communication 
dynamics. The potential for valuable organizational 
outcomes is great, as are the risks of public relations 
and organizational disruptions from inappropriate or 
unexpected uses of ICTs for employee voice [30, 36, 
37, 62, 64, 70]. Further study of the potential for ICTs, 
and particularly newly emerging communication 
channels enabled by social media to influence the 
methods for, use of, and outcomes of voice is merited 
[49]. This paper contributes to the literature on 
employee voice through consideration of the impacts of 
ICTs, specifically enterprise social network sites 
(ESNS), on voice and engagement and a proposed 
research framework and agenda. 
2. Theoretical Foundations  
The following review highlights key literature on 
employee engagement and voice as a foundation for 
considering the implications of ENSNs.  





2.1. Employee Engagement and Voice 
Researchers have long studied employee 
engagement as a metric that influences overall 
organizational success on various dimensions. Studies 
have supported early notions of employee voice, 
finding that employees who are more engaged on all 
three psychological levels (cognitive, behavioral, and 
emotional) tend to be more engaged in, and committed 
to, an organization [59].  Researchers have also 
addressed engagement from the lens of rewards versus 
relationships, arguing that the answer to engaging 
employees lies in energizing relationships that 
influence and promote continued engagement and 
positive feelings towards peers and management [12]. 
Still others have posited that content, specifically 
individual employee expectations of content, such as 
job security or employee voice can lead employees to 
higher levels of organizational identification and 
engagement [58].  Empirical research has confirmed 
that internal organizational communication and internal 
supervisor communication support workplace 
relationships based on meaning and worth and have a 
significant part to play in developing and maintaining 
optimal employee engagement [31]. 
Employee engagement and voice can be addressed 
as a multidimensional construct, which can be 
leveraged by organizations to foster greater corporate 
engagement. In the HR field, Rees, Alfes, & Gatenby 
[56] found in an empirical organizational study of the 
UK service sector, that positive relationships existed 
between voice and engagement, voice and trust in 
senior management, trust in senior management and 
engagement, and the employee–line manager 
relationship and engagement. 
From a Public Relations prevue, researchers have 
studied associations between upward employee voice, 
senior manager receptiveness to voice, and employee 
engagement to highlight two aspects: upward 
communication from employees, and senior 
management receptiveness to employee voice [59]. 
Findings indicate a significant and positive relationship 
between upward employee voice and emotional 
organizational engagement as well as positive 
relationships between senior manager receptiveness 
and emotional organizational engagement.  
To summarize, such research points to 
communication dynamics that include employee voice 
and interrelationships with organizational participation 
and engagement and highlights voice as a valuable area 
for internal communication scholarship [48, 49, 59]. 
 
2.2. Employee Voice 
Although his early exposition focused on customers, 
not employees, Hirschman [23] was arguably one of 
the first scholars to investigate and conceptualize the 
idea of voice, specifically as: 
“any attempt at all to change, rather than to escape 
from, an objectionable state of affairs, whether 
through individual or collective petition to the 
management directly in charge, through appeal to a 
higher authority with the intention of forcing a 
change in management, or through various types of 
actions or protests, including those that are meant to 
mobilize public opinion.” (p. 30) 
Since then, his Exit-Voice-Loyalty theory has been 
applied more broadly to employees, leading researchers 
to investigate employee voice in a variety of 
disciplines. Many components within the voice 
literature have been studied previously—including 
power, trust, and silence [48].  
Voice may be exercised through formal 
mechanisms, such as a grievance procedure, or though 
informal communication channels, such as one-on-one 
meetings. A key differentiation has also been drawn 
between direct and indirect voice. Direct employee 
voice within organizations, which is “voice uninhibited 
by formal hierarchical structures, giving way to direct 
lines of communication between management and 
individual employees” [24, p. 140]. Traditionally, 
direct voicing has included activities such as one-to-
one meetings with managers or team briefings by 
managers to employees (to name a few).  Indirect voice 
has historically been provided via trade union 
representatives. However, declining union density, 
particularly in the UK and US, has eroded workplace 
labor organization. Lewin [38] draws out the evolution 
of employee voice from a system largely dependent on 
unionized and indirect forms of grievance management 
to direct non-unionized alternative dispute resolutions. 
He points out that even with a plethora of formal 
procedures with which to air grievances, informal 
options are much more common and take place largely 
via informal channels.  
Thus, voice is increasingly viewed through the lens 
of employee engagement [72] as direct employee 
voicing via informal channels. This focus then directs 
research on motivations for voicing, the relationship 
between voice and engagement, and the choice of voice 
mechanisms, which are relevant to understanding the 
roles of ICTs generally, and ESNS in particular. 
 
2.3. Motivations for Employee Voicing  
Lewin [38] highlights grievance as reason to voice. 
This builds on the idea of ‘principled organizational 
dissent’ [20] where attention is drawn to efforts of 
employees to protest and/or change the organizational 
status quo.  Lewin [38] takes this idea a step further by 
pointing to the mechanisms individuals use to engage 
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in protest. Dissenting, or, sounding the alarm on 
concerns of ethic or the general status quo, 
complements research on whistleblowing, that is, using 
voice to disclose perceived wrongdoing so that 
management can take action [50]. 
While it is true that expressing grievances and 
dissent have an important role in overall organizational 
well-being, these are not the only reasons employees 
choose to exercise voice. Many research streams point 
to employees’ use of prosocial voice as a means to go 
above and beyond job duties to the benefit of the 
organization, even pointing to the use of voice as a way 
in which employees engage with their firms. In much 
of the organizational behavior literature, voice is seen 
as a prosocial practice that is other-oriented and 
focused on the organization.  For instance, Van Dyne 
& LePine [69] found via a six-month longitudinal 
study, that voice is perceived as an extra role behavior, 
being both positive and discretionary. The authors 
define voice as a proactive, promotive, and challenging 
functional behavior that emphasizes expression of 
constructive challenges intended to improve rather than 
merely criticize [69]. Voice as a prosocial tool has also 
been found to aid in constructive and proactive 
behaviors like voicing high standards, challenging 
others, or making suggestions for change [68]. 
Furthermore, scholars have recognized that voice can 
be used to contribute to management decision-making, 
in which employees seek improvements in work 
organization, quality, and productivity as well as to 
achieve long-term viability for both organizations and 
employees [16]. 
 
2.4. Future Voicing Research Directions 
Given the breadth, volume and variety of voice 
components within the overlapping, yet distinct 
literatures noted above, Mowbray, Wilkinson, & Tse 
[48] address ways in which a common 
conceptualization of employee voice may be reached in 
order to identify new theories on employee voice and 
its practical implications for organizations. Their 
research concluded that fragmentation within 
disciplines (Human Resource Management/ Employee 
Relations, and Organizational Behavior) have resulted 
in a large body of research on organizational voice that 
lacks an overarching theory explaining how to 
operationalize the voice construct. Table 1 summarizes 
key points raised by their review as well as other 
reviews [3, 46]. While they did not consider research 
from fields like organizational psychology or 
organizational communication, Mowbray, Wilkinson, 
& Tse [48] acknowledge that studies within these 
respective literatures could provide additional and 
valuable contributions in understanding reasons for 
voicing and its effect on choice of voice mechanism.   
 
Taking this body of literature into account, we 
focus our research interest in the intersection of 
employee engagement, voice and ESNSs on direct 
voicing behaviors in informal channels, motivations for 
voicing, and communication mechanisms to facilitate 
such voicing behaviors. Consistent with Hirschman’s 
[23] theory, and following Holland [24], we define 
employee voice as the two-way communication 
process between employers and employees that 
“…takes the frame of reference from just raising 
concerns and expressing and advancing interests, to 
facilitating employee engagement, contribution and 
commitment to participating in workplace decision-
making and solving problems to achieve 
organizational goals” [24, p. 139]. 
We turn now to the literature on ICTs in 
organizational communication, which can inform our 
research framework for employee voicing and ESNSs.  
 
3. ICTs and Employee Voice  
Information and Communication Technologies 
(ICTs) have played a significant role in internal 
organizational communication processes by breaking 
down barriers of time and space, as well as barriers 
related to social and organizational boundaries [51]. 
The complex relationship between technology and 
communication has been studied for decades, with 
early theories, such as Media Richness, suggesting that 
the primary goal of organizational participants is to 
reduce ambiguity through media selection [13]. Email, 
one of the earliest forms of social technologies having 
‘one-to-many’ features, changed the nature of internal 
and external organizational communication by enabling 
the “instant transfer of messages and documents 
worldwide” [61, p. 35]. As researchers spent many 
early years dissecting the ripple effects of email within 
corporate life, they found that the benefits of email use 
such as access to superiors, status equalization, and 
volume of new information shared (60%), outweighed 
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issues of weak social cues, irresponsible behavior, and 
overestimations of personal contributions [64]. 
As ICTs have evolved, their features continue to be 
leveraged to meet personal and organizational 
needs.  Licoppe & Smoreda [40] found that ICTs such 
as answering services, email, and text messages may 
act as a surrogate for co-presence when face-to-face 
communication is not possible or difficult to organize. 
They found the emergence and reinforcement of new 
social patterns where “presence” was no longer simply 
the opposite of absence, as individuals took advantage 
of the low-cost features of ICTs in their 
communication practices, which in turn altered user 
perceptions of the construct of “presence” itself and an 
always on, “connected presence” [39]. 
Beyond investigations on particular types of ICTs 
and their implications for organizational 
communication, the roles of ICTs for organizational 
knowledge management has been extensively studied 
[see 1, 19, 28, 44, 55, 60, 67].  Sharing knowledge can 
be viewed as a use of prosocial voice within 
organizations due to its focus on accomplishing 
organizational goals. It has also been argued to be a 
fundamentally communicative function due to its 
reliance on the transfer of knowledge via communities 
of practice [5]. The relationship between knowledge 
management and voicing behaviors per se has received 
less explicit attention in the literature. 
 
4. From ICTs to Social Media to ESNS  
Emerging ICTs such as Facebook, Twitter, 
Wikipedia, and other social platforms have changed the 
reach, immediacy, and flow of communication both 
personally and professionally. Definitions of social 
media and social networking sites vary. Carr & 
Hayes’s [9] broad conceptualization of social media 
suggests they are “Internet-based, disnentrained and 
persistent channels of masspersonal communication 
facilitating perceptions of interactions among users, 
deriving value primarily from user generated content” 
(p.49). boyd & Ellison’s [6] definition of social 
networking sites indicates networked communication 
platforms where participants have identifiable profiles 
with user (and other) supplied content, and/or system-
provided data; publicly articulated connections 
traversable by others; and, participants who consume, 
produce, and/or interact with user-generated content 
provided by their connections.  Among other reasons, 
researchers have concluded that individuals engage in 
social media use to connect with people in their 
communities [5], for social support [54], as well as 
enjoyment, utility, and the opportunity for greater 
network externalities [41]. 
While ICTs like social networking sites for 
personal use have become more ubiquitous, using these 
same technologies to facilitate the flow of 
organizational communication (and hence, 
productivity) has gained more attention in recent years 
[15, 17, 34].  Ellison et al. [17] define enterprise social 
networking sites, or ESNS, as a form of SNS used 
within organizations that are formally sanctioned by 
management, allow for collective affordances, and 
have the ability to restrict membership or specific 
interactions to members of a specific enterprise. 
Managers have begun to perceive the value of 
collaborative technologies for achieving goals, positing 
that if individuals regularly communicate and 
collaborate using dynamic technology in their personal 
lives, these same tools can be implemented in 
organizations to support the flow and exchange of 
communication and knowledge. Spurred by 
developments in the ESNS marketplace, organizations 
are now adopting ESNS such as Beehive [15], 
Yammer, Jive, and Socialcast [42] (among others) in 
an attempt to capitalize on their benefits for organizing 
[15, 34], albeit with varied results. 
 
4.1. ESNS and Communication Affordances 
Leonardi and Vaast [34] conceptualize an 
affordance perspective for organizing, noting that “an  
‘affordance’ refers to the potential for action that new 
technologies provide to users” (p. 7). They go on to 
assert that technologies embody material features with 
properties that go beyond their context of use, and 
“when individuals perceive that those features allow 
them to perform certain actions, the technology can be 
said to provide an ‘affordance’” (p. 7). 
Key affordances of ESNSs for knowledge sharing 
and general communication include visibility [18, 66], 
association of content and people, persistence, 
editability [66], and finding common ground with 
latent or weak ties [17, 21].  Leonardi et al. (37, p.2) 
posit more specifically that enterprise social media 
allow workers to (1) communicate messages with 
specific coworkers or broadcast messages to everyone 
in the organization; (2) explicitly indicate or implicitly 
reveal particular coworkers as communication partners; 
(3) post, edit, and sort text and files linked to 
themselves or others; and (4) view the messages, 
connections, text, and files communicated, posted, 
edited, and sorted by anyone else in the organization at 
any time of their choosing.   
Other scholars have noted affordances such as 
“communicational ambidexterity,” which provides “the 
capability to simultaneously address different and often 
conflicting communication needs that exist in an 
organization’s internal communication” (p. 50) [27].  
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In addition, due to its affordances of personalization 
[15], ESNS can be used as an outlet for individual 
expression, which may lead to higher levels of overall 
employee engagement and job satisfaction [25]. 
Much like Erickson [18] points out in his 
exposition of how digital systems can support social 
intelligence via shared visualization, ESNS may 
provide employees with the opportunity to visualize 
information, connections, and content within a system, 
which may reinforce organizational social norms.  
Leonardi [35] focuses on this visibility in what he 
terms ambient awareness, or a peripheral awareness of 
conversations and messages happening across an 
organization that require little cognitive energy to 
process and can be revisited at a later time. 
 Majchrzak, Faraj, Kane, & Azad [43] highlight the 
affordance of metavoicing as “engaging in the ongoing 
knowledge conversation by reacting online to others’ 
presence, profiles, content and activities,” (p.41). 
Metavoicing, then, is not simply voicing an individual 
opinion, but adding metaknowledge to content already 
online. Metavoicing can take many forms including 
retweets, votes on postings, commenting on someone’s 
post, and ‘‘liking,’’ among others. As such, when 
decisions need to be made in the workplace, the 
sentiment of the workforce (made possible via 
metavoicing) can be helpful in creating a conversation 
that incorporates more opinions than would otherwise 
be possible [43]. 
 
4.2. ESNS as a Mechanism for Voicing 
The affordances of enterprise social technologies 
allow for collaboration and communication in ways 
that have not been possible before. Some of these uses 
may be related to voicing.  However, while research on 
leveraging ESNS broadly for knowledge sharing 
purposes is growing [17, 30, 33, 34, 35, 36, 43, 71] far 
less investigation has yet been directed towards 
affordances of ESNS as a mechanism for employee 
voice (although researchers have noted its potential) 
[26, 34, 44].  ESNS uses for direct voicing may diverge 
from earlier forms of social software such as email, 
blogs, or wikis, whose connections were more 
ambiguous, more tightly controlled by individuals 
within an organization, and were typically only shared 
with select viewers the originator intentionally 
identified. As a result of its ability to span 
communication boundaries, ESNS have the potential to 
change the undergirding power dynamics within 
organizations that have traditionally relied on a chain-
of-command reporting structure [64] and thus hold 
strong implications for employee voicing.  This can 
foster myriad positive outcomes such as employee 
engagement, job satisfaction, and knowledge sharing 
[34, 26], but it can also present immediate challenges 
for management who are unprepared or ill equipped to 
respond meaningfully to such pervasive changes [33]. 
  
5. Researching Voicing and ESNS 
Employers and researchers have begun to evaluate 
how ICTs can be leveraged to facilitate informal, 
prosocial employee voice and engagement. However, 
research on voice in ESNS, particularly to engender 
employee engagement, is still rare. ESNS support 
communication not only for sharing information, but 
also acts as a mechanism to amplify direct individual 
voice within an organization. It is critical to understand 
these mechanisms, as firms have already been 
experimenting directly and indirectly with promoting 
employee voice through ESNS with mixed results (for 
employers and for employees). In the framework 
outlined below we adopt an affordance perspective [34] 
for research specifically on ESNS and voicing.  
 
5.1. Proposed Voicing Framework  
While scholars have approached voicing behaviors 
based on a formal v. informal or a direct v. indirect 
continuum, we argue that voicing today occurs largely 
via informal, direct voicing mechanisms [57, 59, 72], 
where ICTs are increasingly important mediators of 
communication behaviors [25, 30, 35, 36, 64]. Direct, 
informal voicing behaviors may occur through 
organizationally sanctioned ICTs such as email and 
listservs, knowledge management systems, online 
suggestion systems, ESNS, and so on. These behaviors 
may lead to formal human resource actions by 
management, such as issuing policies on use of ICTs or 
sanctioning employees for their use of ICTs to express 
voice in ways that are not sanctioned (such as using 
ICTs to harass or create a hostile work environment). 
To focus research attention on the mechanisms and 
implications of informal, direct voicing mediated by 
ICTs generally, and focusing on ESNS in particular, 
we suggest two dimensions that highlight four 
categories of employee voicing:  voicing context and 
voicing channel. (See Figure 1.) 
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First, to seek change in an objectionable 
circumstance, employees may choose to express their 
voice personally or impersonally.  Such decisions are 
often the result of their relationship with their line 
manager [11]. The context of the voicing behavior thus 
ranges from desired goals that are individual and 
personal, to impersonal and collective. For instance, an 
employee express that she deserves a raise (individual, 
personal) or that all employees are underpaid and 
deserve raises (collective, impersonal).  
The second dimension, voicing channel, ranges 
from those that afford low visibility of, and heightened 
access control over the communication, to public 
channels in which communication is widely viewable 
and open to broad participation from others. A voicing 
channel is not synonymous with particular ICTs but 
represent affordances enacted through the use of ICT 
features to realize particular voicing effects. For 
instance, the employee may send an email requesting a 
raise directly to her supervisor (personal, private and 
controlled), use BCC (blind copy) to include an 
invisible audience (personal, controlled but less 
private), or copy the email to a large listserv (public, 
with broad viewing and possible participation, e.g., via 
listserv replies). Within ESNS features, this dimension 
suggests affordances for masspersonal communication 
[53], which are widely accessible but personalized, as 
well as metavoicing, by which employees may amplify 
an individual employee’s voice significantly. 
Normally employees would choose a voicing 
channel that would addresses their concern most 
directly. Thus, the employee would likely send her 
raise request directly to her supervisor (e.g. via email 
or one-to-one meeting), whereas she might argue for 
widespread wage increases publicly (e.g., through a 
listserv or at a public gathering) to garner others’ 
support. The employee might shift the context as well 
as the channels for voicing. For instance, if a direct 
email about her own raise does not elicit the desired 
response from her supervisor, the aggrieved employee 
might shift her voice towards a general discontent 
about employee salaries utilizing the corporate ESNS. 
This framework suggests four quadrants (See 
Figure 1). Direct personal voicing is the most private 
behavior for addressing individual problems or 
suggestions, expressed interpersonally and thus 
through ICT channels with limited visibility and more 
control by both the employee and employer. Often this 
private-personal context is where a grievance or 
suggestion is first explored one-to-one with a direct 
manager or HR representative. This is substantiated by 
a 2015 UK CIPD survey, which indicated that over one 
third of survey participants said that they would 
respond to conflict at work by discussing the issue with 
a manager or HR representative, and many emphasized 
the importance of resolving issues as ‘close to the 
ground’ as possible [11].  
Impersonal direct voicing includes employee 
behaviors, in which a personal problem may be 
escalated up the organizational hierarchy and shift 
towards a more impersonal context in order to address 
a problematic situation through suggestions or 
grievances explored with various members of 
management and administration. These voicing 
behaviors may shift towards more formal voicing 
mechanisms within ICT channels that are private and 
controlled, such as suggesting workplace 
improvements or reporting harassment or ethical 
violations.  These behaviors can be seen as a source of 
direct employee voice in which employees can raise 
general workplace concerns with their employers [2].  
 As employees explore organizational issues and 
their potential resolutions, behaviors may shift towards 
the personal, public voicing context, in which 
employees may express their voice so as to engage 
other employees and garner managerial attention to 
their own issues. In their representation-resolution gap 
study, Wibberley and Saundry [72] noted how 
employee respondents argued that engagement, the 
incidence of conflict, and management responses were 
intertwined. ESNS can be leveraged for their 
affordances of masspersonal communication, 
metavoicing, and high visibility so that each 
employee’s voice has the possibility of being heard. 
Finally, there is public, impersonal voicing where 
employers and employees engage in dialogue of an 
institutional nature, such as on the organization’s 
strategy, or for resolving broader systemic issues 
between groups of employees and the organization. 
This type of inclusive dialogue and conflict resolution 
can also be evidenced by formal voicing mechanisms, 
such as collective bargaining and partnership 
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arrangements (where they exist in organizations) [57]. 
Through voicing channels that allow broad visibility 
and participation, such as ESNS postings and 
comments, the organizational community can provide 
an audience and feedback on managerial initiatives. 
The ESNS affordances of wide reach and metavoicing 
could enhance employee engagement with the 
organization by allowing employees to expose issues 
and communicate more broadly and publicly. 
The boundaries between the framework’s 
quadrants, like the affordances of ICTs (and ESNS), 
are blurred in actual practices.  ESNS features and 
typical use practices change, and thus an ESNS 
encompasses different affordances for both personal-
private and public-impersonal communication. While a 
normative and stepwise pattern between quadrants may 
be normatively plausible, it is possible for an 
employee’s voicing behavior to move between any of 
the quadrants, whether intentionally or unintentionally.    
 
5.2. A Proposed Research Agenda 
While ICTs can be powerful mechanisms to 
leverage knowledge management, knowledge sharing, 
and employee voice, it is not surprising that the 
boundaries between the private use of ICTs for 
"voicing" easily (and often) may clash with 
organizational expectations for voicing behaviors that 
are allowable and productive. With the growing use of 
ESNS in organizations, we now build on the 
framework outlined above to highlight key topics 
associated with using ESNS for promotion of employee 
voice and engagement to guide future research.  
How do employers and employees negotiate explicit 
and implicit rules for voice expression using ESNS? 
With increasing use of ESNS within organizations, 
employers and employees are struggling to find the 
right balance between encouraging employees to use 
ESNS to contribute to organizational priorities and 
employees’ self-interested, idiosyncratic voicing 
behaviors. Some firms do not host formal voice 
channels unless measurable cost efficiencies or other 
gains can be demonstrated [7, 45].  Yet, while such 
organizations have shied away from providing formal 
voice channels, they are much quicker to implement 
knowledge management and/or knowledge sharing 
ESNS, such as Lotus Notes, Yammer, Jive, Slack, or 
Beehive.  Employees can readily appropriate these 
ESNS for direct voice to express opinions, or 
metavoice about others’ opinions (public-personal). 
As employees choose to interact on their own 
behalf in suggestion or grievance situations, through 
(formally sanctioned or informal) channels such as 
ESNS, how can management indicate allowable and 
acceptable use behaviors that are distinct from extra-
organizational, personal uses of such systems?  While 
policy manuals are a start, often times employees 
choose to operate outside the scope of policy, 
encouraged by the affordances of ICTs that allow for 
broader exposure and opportunities for collective 
voice.  Thus, employers cannot avoid the challenge of 
negotiating with employees on how to express voice 
through various ICT channels in acceptable ways.   
Can personal use of social media be differentiated 
meaningfully from organization ESNS use?  
There is a grey area about where employees’ 
personal free expression ends, and organizational 
precedent begins.  This is evident in the term dubbed 
by the popular press as “Facebook Fired,” a pejorative 
used to identify people who had been fired from their 
jobs for posts made on their personal social media 
accounts [52].  An example of this happened in 2013, 
when Justine Sacco, a PR executive was fired from 
New York based, InterActive Corp, before her plane 
even touched the ground in Africa after having 
Tweeted on a personal account, “Going to 
Africa.  Hope I don’t get AIDS.  Just kidding.  I’m 
white!” [14]. The Society of Human Resource 
Management cites examples of situations in which 
individuals were fired for social media offenses and 
gaffes related to personal expression, as well as the 
legal implications of those decisions [22].  In some 
cases, firings were found to be justified, in others 
employees fought back and won.   
Such employment issues with social media use in 
private life complicate the prospects for engaging 
employees in prosocial voicing behaviors through 
ESNS platforms at work. Will employees be willing to 
take the risk of possible firing to express their views 
though organizationally sanctioned ESNS?  Finding a 
balance of policies that protect the employer from 
possible litigation and bad publicity but does not 
suppress legitimate and beneficial voicing behaviors is 
not merely a question of “best practices,” as advice and 
experience for dealing with these situations is just now 
developing [62] and may vary among organizations 
depending on organizational culture and mission. 
How do employers and employees negotiate responses 
to hijacked voice? 
Even in situations where employees adhere to 
internal channels such as ESNS, there is the potential 
for their voice to be ‘hijacked,’ or stripped out of its 
original context by someone other than the author, 
making an internal conversation public unbeknownst to 
the originator.  For example, Google recently suffered 
a major PR problem when a memo posted by (former) 
employee James Damore, in which he asserted that 
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women were biologically inferior for certain 
engineering positions [70], became public. While it 
was initially posted on an internal ESNS platform, the 
manifesto subsequently went viral internally before 
being leaked outside the organization, igniting a fury of 
media, HR, and legal backlash.  Damore was fired, and 
subsequently filed a class action lawsuit against the 
company. This case highlights the problems employers 
and employees face when dealing with their voice 
being stripped from the personal dimension of intra-
organizational discourse and thrust into the public 
domain unbeknownst to, or without the permission of 
the originator. The combination of ESNS and public 
social media platforms make such situations not only 
possible but also amplify their effect rapidly. Again, 
policy statements alone will not suffice to prevent such 
situations.  Additional approaches, such as PR crisis 
management (internal and external), may be warranted. 
How do employers respond to metavoicing or 
masspersonal communication? 
Many scholars cite power imbalances as a 
predominant reason why employees may choose to 
circumvent the traditional practice of approaching a 
line manager at the first sign of conflict (personal-
private quadrant).  Charlwood and Pollart [10] noted 
that the response of managers is critical in generating 
trust and developing channels of direct voice where 
conflict can be resolved.  Power imbalances between 
managers and subordinates may discourage employees 
from taking this step [4, 7, 10] when conflict in the 
workplace occurs between line managers and their 
employees [11].  
Taking to social media is a convenient means of 
expressing voice in these situations, but these channels 
provide a much more personal and pubic 
communication channel than organizations have 
historically sanctioned for grievances or suggestions. 
Individuals utilizing social media often engage in 
masspersonal communication, where there is less 
distinction between dyadic and mass communication 
[53].  When employees begin sharing more personal 
information (even when work related) in a manner 
inconsistent with tacit organizational norms or values, 
employers must decide on a measured approach to 
encouraging open communication, while modeling an 
organizationally acceptable means of sharing.  This is 
also true when employees choose to metavoice, e.g., by 
‘liking’ or sharing the content of another.  Metavoicing 
is an important tool for employees who can leverage 
the collective voice affordance, particularly in the 
absence of trade unions [43]. 
Employers must prepare to mitigate the disclosure 
of potentially sensitive information or respond to the 
amplifications afforded by ESNS when employees 
operate beyond corporate policy. Although employers 
reserve the right to delete harmful content, addressing 
it after the fact may be too late. 
 
6.  Concluding Remarks 
In this paper we explore the intersection of 
employee engagement, employee voice, and ICTs 
(particularly ESNS) as channels for and enablers of 
employee voice.  Many organizations are anxious to 
exploit the potential of ESNS to promote engagement 
and prosocial voice. However, encouraging employees 
to utilize ESNS also entails significant risks of human 
resource issues, public relations crises, and liability 
from inappropriate or uncontrolled uses. Simply 
writing policy manuals, or even eschewing ESNS will 
not suffice, as the public social media-private ESNS 
divide is permeable. Research is needed to support 
practitioners as they struggle with these issues. Such 
research can help to build theory on employee voice 
and engagement, regarding the significant and growing 
implications of ICTs on these behaviors, which have 
not yet been examined.  Investigating ESNS-enabled 
voicing behaviors can also contribute to the 
organizational communication literature, as ICTs 
increasingly erode private-public boundaries and 
challenge institutionalized power and hierarchy in how 
and when organizational members communicate. 
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